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Introduction

I’ve titled this article by using the colloquialism, “Brothers from Another 
Mother?”1 As this contemporary idiom is often used, it refers to two people 
who act so similarly that they must be brothers, yet they look nothing alike, 
so they must have different mothers. As applied to the two contemporary 
Baptist covenantal theologies, my basic thesis is that 1689 Federalism and 
Progressive Covenantalism (PC) are both Baptist brothers, and actually 
in function (and theological distinctives) end up with many similar 
conclusions, but they can look so different on the surface. At the risk of 
being overly simplistic, but for the sake of comparison,2 my contention is 
that the mother of historical theology birthed the modern-day version of 
Baptist covenant theology we now commonly call 1689 Federalism. And, 
similarly, the mother of biblical theology birthed PC as a contemporary 
version of Baptist covenantal theology. These different origins have resulted 
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in different historical developments, different conversation partners, 
different ecclesiological settings, and different vocabularies, terminologies, 
and theological burdens to be protected. The consequence is that (in many 
cases) many proponents of 1689 Federalism and some proponents of PC, 
because their respective systems look so different on the surface, are largely 
talking past each other and often not understanding each other (which is 
especially the case for 1689 Federalists). It’s no coincidence that the leading 
exponents of 1689 Federalism have PhDs in historical theology, and the 
leading exponents of PC have PhDs in biblical and systematic theology. 
There is a disciplinary gap that is not easily crossed at times.

Even the labels that have come to describe these respective Baptist 
theological proposals illustrate these different origins. Though Baptists have 
been doing covenantal theology for centuries, the terms 1689 Federalism 
and PC are of recent vintage.3 Speaking autobiographically, when I showed 
up on the campus of Southern Seminary as an MDiv student two decades ago, 
no one, neither professors nor students were using these theological labels, 
and they could not be found in print either.4 I took all of my church history 
and Baptist history courses with Tom Nettles and Michael Haykin. I fell 
in love with my historical Baptist heritage and considered the 17th century 
Particular Baptists my theological forefathers. Yet it would be another 
decade before these burgeoning Baptist covenantal theologies coalesced 
around this new parlance.

Two landmark works, which have each set the terms of the conversation 
since their publication released in less than a year from each other. In 2012 
Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum published Kingdom Through Covenant 
and articulated a version of Baptist covenantal theology they described as 

“progressive covenantal” for the first time in print. Although anecdotally I 
knew of a growing body of students around campus who were already using 
the term informally to describe the teaching of their professors as early 
as 2004, it wasn’t until Kingdom Through Covenant was published that the 
label became widely known and embraced.

In that first edition, Wellum states that in describing their “kingdom 
through covenant” proposal as “PC” they recognize that they are “coin[ing]” 
a new term.5 He writes, “Even though it is a new term, it nicely captures 
our basic proposal.”6 Wellum adds, “This view may also be thought of as 
a ‘Baptist theology’ since we believe that it best provides the grounding 
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to a Baptist ecclesiology over against other ecclesiologies. However, since 
our view has more implications than merely that of ecclesiology and since 
Baptists differ in matters of God’s sovereignty, soteriology, and eschatology, 
‘progressive covenantalism’ is probably a more appropriate label.”7 The term 
indicated that their proposal was not progressive dispensationalism, nor was it 
traditional covenantalism. And descriptively, the term PC aptly summarizes 
that the progressive unfolding of God’s one redemptive plan through the 
biblical covenants forms the structure of the biblical-theological storyline.

What was a surprise to me at least at the time, was the 2013 publication 
of the ThM thesis from a French-Canadian Reformed Baptist Pastor. 
Pascal Denault’s The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology was 
published in English and soon after given a wider promotion when it was 
featured on the new website: www.1689federalism.com.8 Brandon Adams, 
the purveyor of the website, coined the term “1689 Federalism” to describe 
this “new” version of Baptist covenantal theology. A new term was needed 
to describe this fresh articulation because it stood in contrast to the version 
of covenant theology held by most other contemporary Reformed Baptists.9 
1689 Federalism was the term chosen by those who advocate for this view 
because they believe they are rearticulating the covenantal (federal) theology 
that the majority of British Particular Baptists formulated in the 17th century 
and that stood behind their seminal doctrinal statement, the 1689 Second 
London Baptist Confession of Faith.10

Besides wanting to survey this background, my point is to highlight how 
even the respective terminology reflects their origins. 1689 Federalism 
was birthed as a result of historical retrieval efforts, even to distinguish 
themselves from other modern Reformed Baptists who articulated a 
version of covenantal theology that yes, fell within the bounds of the 
1689 Confession, and yes, could be found to have some historical precursors, 
but is now, in light of more historical work, understood not to have been the 
view of the majority of 17th century Particular Baptists.11 In their polemics 
with paedobaptists, our 17th century forebearers hammered out some 
covenantal distinctives that were effectively lost for a few hundred years.12 
1689 Federalism is claiming to be the historical-theological view of the 
majority of these Baptists, and the nomenclature of the view highlights 
this historical-theological appeal.
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Whereas Gentry and Wellum (and the other contributors to the 2016 
publication titled, Progressive Covenantalism13) were not seeking to make 
a historical appeal. The subtitle of Kingdom Through Covenant makes 
clear that they are seeking to present a biblical-theological understanding of 
the covenants. It was a contemporary proposal articulated in the context of 
the two contemporary dominant biblical-theological alternatives, namely 
dispensationalism and traditional Reformed covenant theology. 1689 
Federalism was birthed out of historical retrieval efforts and framed in 
the context of historical theology. PC was birthed out of the biblical 
theology movement and framed in the context of contemporary biblical-
systematic theology.14

So even the labels most commonly associated with each version of 
Baptist covenant theology highlight their disciplinary differences. They look 
different on the surface, but with closer examination, they actually function 
very similarly. Let me provide a few other examples of more substance than 
just the labels of the views. Here are three areas that have caused some 
confusion between representatives of the two Baptist covenantal theologies: 
(1) the positioning, or posturing, of the view as a via media; (2) describing 
the Mosaic Covenant as a works covenant or a gracious covenant; and (3) 
the bicovenantal framework of the covenants of works and grace.

The Positioning of the View as a “Via Media”
PC has been positioned or even self-postured as a via media between 
dispensationalism on the one side, and covenant theology on the other 
side.15 That has been confusing for some Reformed Baptists, including 1689 
Federalists, because they view themselves as holding to covenant theology, 
and they hear the via media language as saying PC is creating some new 
theological system. Some have called it a sort of theological amalgamation 
or hybrid mixing together elements of dispensationalism and covenant 
theology to form some theological chimera.16 It’s the theological systems 
version of those who say they are a “cal-minian”— some unholy blending 
together of Calvinism and Arminianism. Well, with that sort of impression, 
no wonder many 1689 Federalists are not interested in rapprochement 
efforts or considering our mutual compatibility. And even some Reformed 
Baptists who have investigated PC more closely and discovered how very 
similar our views are, are still put off by this via media posturing. Sam 
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Renihan, in his review of Kingdom Through Covenant, states that it is a “false 
dilemma” to reject covenant theology, when what Wellum and Gentry are 
rejecting is paedobaptism, that is, Presbyterian covenant theology, not 
necessarily Baptist covenant theology.17 Another Reformed Baptist pastor 
has written that it is “false advertising” and even “deceptive” for PC to 
give the impression that they are equally close to dispensationalism and  
covenant theology.18

However, it was never the intention of PC to give the impression that 
they are equally close to dispensationalism as they are to covenant theology, 
at least not in all points of doctrine.19 Additionally, as it concerns the 
comparison between these two Baptist covenantal theologies, PC does not 
mean anything substantially different than 1689 Federalists do when they 
too employ similar via media posturing. A closer examination of this via 
media positioning will illuminate this claim, first in reference to the covenant 
of grace, then in reference to the Abrahamic covenant.

The Covenant of Grace
In traditional covenant theology, Reformed paedobaptists appeal to the 
substantial unity of the covenant of grace across the old and new covenants 
(WCF 7.5 – 6). Even though the administration of the sign of the covenant 
changes from circumcision to baptism, the substance of the covenant 
remains unchanged so as to continue to include natural descendants in  
the new covenant just like the old covenant. As a consequence, the nature 
of the covenant also remains unchanged such that its membership is mixed, 
that is, both regenerate and unregenerate are considered members of the 
new covenant.20

In defending their credobaptism, both Baptist covenantal theologies find 
this definition (“one in substance, varied in administration”) of the covenant 
of grace problematic, but they take different turns in their redefinition of 
the term. PC is content with understanding the covenant of grace as only 
the one saving plan of God.21 As a comprehensive theological category 
emphasizing the spiritual unity of God’s people across the testaments, they 
see the term “the covenant of grace” as legitimate.22 But in order to emphasize 
the fundamental newness of the new covenant and not to cede ground to the 
paedobaptist argument from the covenant of grace, PC opts not to employ 
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that term when describing the relationship between the covenants, given 
how it functions in classic covenant theology.23

1689 Federalism, on the other hand, retains this terminology, but 
distinguishes their view from paedobaptist covenant theology by redefining 
the covenant of grace as only the new covenant. The new covenant of 
grace existed as a promise since Genesis 3:15, was progressively revealed 
through other historic covenants, and was formally enacted and concluded 
in the new covenant by the death of Christ. In their respective anti-
paedobaptist polemics, both Baptist covenantal theologies intentionally 
deviate from traditional reformed covenant theology in their definitions of 
the covenant of grace, but they arrive at similar destinations.24

What I want to highlight is that in their respective anti-
paedobaptist polemics, both Baptist covenantal theologies each employ 
a different rhetorical strategy, but they are not mutually exclusive. 1689 
Federalism retains the language of “the covenant of grace,” but redefines it. PC 
sets aside “the covenant of grace” language given how it functions in classic 
covenant theology to focus on the redemptive promise and how God’s one 
plan of redemption, ordained in eternity and enacted in time, is progressively 
revealed in multiple covenants culminating in the new covenant.25 Yet, PC 
does not reject the theological concept of “the covenant of grace” but instead 
speaks of God’s one plan of salvation.

Thus, different burdens stand behind these respective choices. For the 
17th century Particular Baptists, who were already in a precarious position 
in terms of public perception of their theology in the midst of the changing 
winds of English Puritan Separatism, they self-consciously wanted to show 
common confessional agreement with the Westminster Presbyterians and 
the Savoy Congregationalists in their doctrinal expressions. Basically, they 
kept the same confessional language to show an interdenominational unity 
around orthodoxy.26 They also did not want to be associated with the radical 
discontinuity of the Socinians who did not see a unity of salvation across 
the testaments. So, a continuity of terminology burden was a catalytic for the 
original 1689 Federalists because of their 17th century ecclesiological setting. 
But for PC, the stronger impulse in their doctrinal formulation leading to 
the decision for many to set aside “the covenant of grace” terminology is not 
to cede ground to the paedobaptists. It is the covenant of grace formulation 
that many paedobaptists keep appealing to in defense of their position,27 so 
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to make headway in the baptism conversation, it provides a cleaner slate 
to work with in conversation to simply focus on what is actually meant 
by the theological concept. But PC, in continuity with all versions of 
covenant theology, also wants to avoid the ditch of discontinuity represented 
in dispensationalism, so they emphasize the one redemptive kingdom plan 
of God.

Both of these Baptist covenantal theologies are seeking to forge a different 
path than Reformed paedobaptist covenant theology on the one hand, and 
Socinianism (in the 17th century) or dispensationalism (in our day) on the 
other hand. It’s in this way that the via media language is descriptive, not just 
for PC, but also for 1689 Federalism. Pascal Denault describes the novelty 
and difficulty that the 17th century Baptists faced in attempting to carve out 
this via media in their day. He writes,

Regarding the covenant of grace, the Baptist position was in some ways midway 

between the strict continuity of the Presbyterian position and the radical 

discontinuity of the Socinians. In agreement with the Presbyterians against 

the Socinians, the Baptists affirmed the unity of substance of the covenant 

of grace from Genesis to Revelation. However, like the Socinians against 

the Presbyterians, they affirmed the discontinuity of substance between the old 

and the new covenants.28

Denault makes a similar point in reference to dispensationalism in stating, 
“As for the Baptist approach, it allows for the vigorous assertion of the 
continuity of the covenant of grace and, consequently, the continuity of 
only one church in both testaments, while simultaneously affirming, in 
concert with the Bible and the dispensationalists, a discontinuity between 
the old and the new covenants.”29 Speaking of Baptist covenantal theology 
as a “midway” is reminiscent of the positioning of PC as a middle way 
between (paedobaptist) covenant theology and dispensationalism. By 
understanding the context and the respective conversation partners, both 
Baptist covenantal theologies are legitimately positioned as via media views, 
properly understood.
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The Abrahamic Covenant
Related to the prior discussion, their distinctive approach to the Abrahamic 
covenant puts 1689 Federalism at odds with not just paedobaptist covenant 
theology, but also (in our day) with dispensationalism. Denault writes,

Understanding the workings of the dualism of the Abrahamic covenant is 

essential for every theological system. We believe Presbyterian federalism and 

dispensationalism have failed in this task by confusing the promises of the 

covenant of grace with the covenant of circumcision. The Presbyterians thereby 

made the covenant of grace mixed and the dispensationalists assigned a distinct 

and permanent status as people of God to the physical descendants of Abraham. 

In both cases, the spiritual and permanent blessings were amalgamated with the 

earthly and temporary covenant of circumcision.30

So, in this way, 1689 Federalism, like PC, is arguing for a distinct 
theological system (a distinct Baptist covenantal theology) that diverges 
from and cuts a middle path between both (paedobaptist) covenant theology 
and dispensationalism.31 The clear point of departure between each of these 
theological systems takes place with regard to the Abrahamic covenant. 
Wellum expresses the same idea in writing, “Ironically, both dispensational 
and covenant theology follow the same hermeneutic in appealing to the 
Old Testament and drawing theological conclusions, yet they do so in 
different areas central to their theological systems.”32 Elsewhere he continues 
the point, “Dispensational thought makes [this hermeneutical argument] 
in regard to the land promise, while [paedobaptist] covenant theology 
makes it in regard to the genealogical principle, both of which are tied to 
the Abrahamic covenant!”33 In contrast to both Presbyterian Federalism 
and dispensationalism, 1689 Federalism and PC are positing a middle 
way between them on the spectrum of continuity/discontinuity between 
the Testaments.

Even though 1689 Federalists have been troubled at times by the via media 
posturing of PC, proponents mean nothing different by it than what 1689 
Federalism proponents mean when they employ the same “middle way” 
posturing. It is the burden of the historical-theological setting of 1689 
Federalism that led them to want to retain the covenant of grace language but 
redefine it. The burden of the contemporary systematic-theological setting 



53

Brothers from Another Mother? A Progressive Covenantalist Analysis of 1689 Federalism

of PC led their proponents to want to lay aside the language. The same goal 
animated them both, but their respective settings and conversation partners 
took them on different routes.

Describing the Mosaic Covenant as a Works Covenant or a 
Gracious Covenant

Another area of confusion between these Baptist covenantal theologies 
concerns the Mosaic covenant. On the surface, it seems like 1689 Federalists 
and PC are characterizing the nature of the Mosaic covenant in exactly 
opposite categories. Is the Mosaic covenant a covenant of works or a 
gracious covenant? Sam Renihan states that for 1689 Federalism “the Mosaic 
covenant was a covenant of works for [temporal] life in the land of Canaan,”34 
whereas Tom Schreiner, who represents PC, clearly states that “the covenant 
with Israel was gracious.”35 However, speaking of covenants as being one 
of “works” or of “grace” can be slippery terms and we can easily talk past 
each other. It’s important once again to push past superficial differences to 
understand what is being asserted by these statements and the context in 
which they were made.

1689 Federalism links the Mosaic covenant with the Abrahamic covenant 
of circumcision and therefore emphasizes the earthly, temporal, and national 
orientation of these covenants in contrast to how they understand the new 
covenant (existing as a covenant promise to Abraham) and in distinction 
from how Westminster Federalism understands the Mosaic covenant (as 
an administration of the covenant of grace). 1689 Federalism argues that 
the Mosaic covenant is essentially one of works because it is built on the 
Abrahamic covenant. But that assertion only makes sense in the context of 
them separating out the multiple seeds of Abraham into two covenants.36 
The Mosaic covenant is linked with the Abrahamic covenant of circumcision, 
and thus together they are simply referred to as the “old covenant.” It’s 
that old covenant (the Abrahamic covenant of circumcision and the 
Mosaic covenant) that together are contrasted with and replaced by the 
new covenant.37

When Schreiner, who represents PC, argues for the gracious nature of 
the covenant with Israel, he is not seeking to communicate that it provides 
saving grace in itself. The context for these comments is the gracious 
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redemption of Israel from slavery in Egypt in (the stage one) fulfillment 
of the Abrahamic covenant. Schreiner is disagreeing with those who might 

“identify [the covenant with Israel] as a legalistic covenant, as if in this 
case salvation is based on works.”38 In arguing that the Mosaic covenant is 
not legalistic, Schreiner means something similar to what Renihan means 
when he says that the Mosaic covenant is not the covenant of works, by which 
eternal life can be earned through obedience. Conversely, when Schreiner is 
maintaining God’s gracious dealings with Israel in the Mosaic covenant, he 
is saying something similar to what Renihan means when he writes,

The Mosaic Covenant demonstrates God’s kindness and graciousness by 

providing not only a way for Israel to address and redress their sins against 

the law, but also to teach them in all of this about true forgiveness to be found in 

a heavenly sacrifice administered by a heavenly High Priest in a heavenly temple. 

The kindness of the covenant is visible in light of God’s absolute dominion, in 

light of the Abrahamic promises, and in light of the sacrificial system. The 

history of Israel is a public record of God’s kindness.39

For Renihan, when viewed in light of the new covenant promise 
to Abraham, God’s continued dealings with Israel were gracious. But when 
connected to the Abrahamic covenant of circumcision, the old covenant was 
based on works. Similarly, for Schreiner, when God’s dealings with Israel in 
the Mosaic covenant are viewed in light of God’s established relationship 
with Abraham, they must be seen as gracious.40 But when viewed in an 
ultimate sense (i.e., eschatological salvation), the Mosaic covenant demands 
an obedience (works) that sinful man cannot render on his own.41

In this “works” and “grace” language concerning the Mosaic covenant, 
neither Baptist covenantal theology is arguing either that salvation can 
be earned by obedience to the law (i.e., the covenant of works) or that 
salvation is administered directly by the Mosaic covenant (i.e., the covenant 
of grace). In emphasizing the gracious nature of the Mosaic covenant, part 
of what PC is doing is pushing back against the legal and often negative 
description of the Mosaic law-covenant offered by new covenant theology.42 
On the other hand, when 1689 Federalism is emphasizing the works nature 
of the Mosaic covenant, they are pushing back against both Westminster 
Federalism and 20th Century Reformed Baptists who followed their 
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paedobaptist covenantal mentors.43 Though their terms and polemical 
partners are opposite, PC and 1689 Federalism actually arrive in a similar 
place on this issue with regard to the Mosaic covenant.

The Bicovenantal Framework of the Covenants of Works 
and Grace

The bicovenantal framework of the covenants of works/grace serves to 
safeguard the central Reformational insight of the law/gospel distinction, 
which is fundamental to preserving the ordo salutis category of justification 
by faith alone. When some PC advocates choose not to frame their system 
of theology around this bicovenantal schema, it has confused some in 
Reformed circles to think we are abandoning a biblical view of salvation. 
However, PC clearly affirms and has always believed in justification 
by grace alone through faith alone based on the work of Christ alone.44  
That’s why it has also confused PC advocates as to why anyone would ever 
think otherwise.45

Again, here I think the two sides are using terms in different senses. PC 
is not rejecting this bicovenantal framework as an  ordo salutis  (order 
of salvation) category. If all that is meant by the covenants of works and 
grace is another way of summarizing our covenantal union with either 
Adam or Christ, then PC has no problem with that framework at all.46 
However, PC is arguing that the bicovenantal framework is less useful 
as a  historia salutis  (history of salvation) category. Soteriologically  there 
is one salvation in Christ throughout both the old and new covenants,47 
but ecclesiologically  there are real differences, especially regarding covenant 
membership (mixed vs. regenerate-only) and the application of covenant 
signs (infant circumcision vs. credobaptism) across the covenants.

PC is addressing the covenants of works/grace framework in only 
a redemptive-historical sense (not in a soteriological sense), which it 
finds less helpful in describing progressive revelation. However, it seems 
that confusion enters into the conversation because traditional covenant 
theology relies on the bicovenantal schema of the covenants of works/grace 
to do double duty. Their covenants of works/grace framework serves as both 
ordo and historia salutis categories because all of the subsequent covenants 
after the covenant of works are united in substance as one covenant 
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of grace. This framework protects the law/gospel paradigm, but it also leads 
to subsuming all the post-fall covenants under this one covenant of grace. 
When PC rejects the bicovenantal framework of Reformed paedobaptist 
covenant theology on historia salutis grounds, they also think we are 
rejecting it on ordo salutis grounds, because for them the two categories are 
linked together.48

When it comes to 1689 Federalism, they retain the bicovenantal 
schema of the covenants of works/grace, because they agree with 
Reformed covenant theology (and PC!) on the law-gospel distinction 
and justification by faith alone as an ordo salutis teaching. However, they 
break with traditional Reformed covenant theology in their description 
of the historia salutis. A different historia salutis is one of the fundamental 
distinctives of 1689 Federalism compared with Westminster Federalism. 
Following John Cameron and John Owen, the original 1689 Federalists 
recognized that the Mosaic covenant did not neatly fit into one of the 
two covenantal categories. The Mosaic covenant could not rightly be 
characterized as either the covenant of works or the covenant of grace.49 
Cameron, whom the 17th century Particular Baptists followed and built 
upon (through Samuel Bolton and John Owen), argued that the Mosaic 
covenant was a third kind of covenant, which is best described as a 
subservient covenant.50

Without previously employing the language of “subservient covenant” 
(or specifically appealing to Cameron, Bolton, Owen, or Coxe), PC also 
agrees with the teaching it is meant to communicate in reference to the 
Mosaic covenant.51 The Mosaic covenant subserved its intended goal which 
was not to bring salvation itself (as not being either the covenant of works 
or grace), but to lead to Christ and his new covenant work, by preserving 
the messianic seed, by pointing typologically to Christ through the 
sacrificial system, and by proving our need for redemption because in our 
sin we could not perfectly keep the demands of the law.52

Sam Renihan argues that the “diversity of Reformed covenant theology 
largely derived from the interplay of the law and the gospel dogmatically 
with the law and the gospel historically. Stated another way, its diversity 
derived from the relation of the covenant of works and covenant of grace 
to the old and new covenants.”53 PC, like 1689 Federalism, wants to affirm a 
dogmatic agreement with Reformed (paedobaptist) covenant theology (i.e., 
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ordo salutis), but must depart historically in how we understand the relation 
of the old and new covenants (i.e., historia salutis).

In light of this clarification, the question that will help bring clarity in 
the comparison between these two Baptist covenantal views is: what is 
covenantal theology and the covenantal framework principally aiming 
to categorize? Dogmatic theology or redemptive history? Systematic theology 
or biblical theology? In his review article of Kingdom Through Covenant, 
Renihan writes, “The covenant of works and covenant of grace metanarrative 
is pitted against the metanarrative of progressive covenantalism. That is 
almost like pitting the chapters of a book against the beginning and end 
of a book. While classic covenant theology may say that the metanarrative 
hinges on two covenants, as long as we understand that between the two 
lies a progression of covenants (as the seventeenth-century Particular 
Baptists argued), such a dilemma is dissolved.”54 But I don’t think that 
1689 Federalism does consistently dissolve this dilemma, at least I think 
it does not clearly and consistently communicate the chapters in the book 
with its prominent focus on the beginning and the end by framing their 
covenantal system around the covenants of works and grace. Though 
perhaps to a lesser degree, Steve Wellum’s critique could also be applied 
to 1689 Federalism’s appeal to the bicovenantal framework when he writes, 

“What covenant theology does not sufficiently attend to is how the covenants 
unfold from creation to Christ and how they progressively reveal, predict, 
and anticipate the coming of Christ and the entire new covenant era.”55 
Jesus is not only the last Adam (1 Cor 15:45), but also Abraham’s true seed 
(Gal 3:16), the true Israel who obeys completely (Matt 2:15; 3:15 – 17; 
4:1 – 11), and David’s greater Son (Matt 1:1; Rom 1:3 – 4). All of these steps 
are crucial for developing the unfolding story of God’s kingdom through the 
progression of the covenants.

From the PC perspective, there could be use in the speaking of 
the covenants of works and grace as  dogmatic  categories to describe 
the  ordo salutis. But to describe the  historia salutis, they lose their 
usefulness as a biblical-theological framework. For the purpose of describing 
redemptive history, the covenant of works/grace architecture obscures 
how Scripture unfolds God’s kingdom through the covenants, because it 
flattens out the progressive unfolding of that plan over time with covenantal 
development along the way. Again, the question is: what is a covenantal 
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system of theology chiefly aiming to describe? For PC it is the redemptive-
historical storyline that we are keen to emphasize and highlight and not allow 
to be overshadowed by an extra-biblical dogmatic framework. We are treating 
the framework of covenant theology in primarily historia salutis categories, 
which we think better reflects the main ways that the bible itself is unfolding 
the covenantal framework.

If the subservient covenant is one of the three types of covenants, 
why don’t 1689 Federalists consistently speak of the covenants of works, 
subservience, and grace, when they frame their covenant theological system? 
1689 Federalists have a distinctly Baptist historia salutis, especially as it 
concerns the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants as subservient covenants 
that are neither the covenant of works nor administrations of the covenant 
of grace. Nevertheless, I suspect that these Baptist covenantal distinctives are 
muted at times in trying to retain the bicovenantal framework of traditional 
Reformed (paedobaptist) covenant theology.

My chief aim here is to explain what PC means and what it does not mean 
by not appealing to the bicovenantal framework, and also to explain why we 
think the framing of the progressive unfolding of redemptive history in terms 
of the biblical covenants is more useful. Once again, I suspect that part of 
what is underlying this different framing of our respective Baptist covenantal 
theologies is the 1689 Federalist derivation from historical theology, and the 
PC commitment to biblical theology.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I’d like to offer some suggestions for continued rapprochement 
between these two Baptist covenantal theologies.

First, towards 1689 Federalists, I suggest developing your covenantal 
theology into a contemporary biblical-theological system apart from (or at 
least in addition to) historical retrieval. This suggestion certainly does not 
entail ignoring your confession or the historical sources you have worked 
to retrieve. However, for 1689 Federalism to be considered an equal player 
in contemporary theological discourse, it needs to develop into more than 
merely a historical retrieval project.56 It also needs to be its own biblical-
theological system, which is informed from past labor, but primarily built 
from exegesis of the text of scripture. And when 1689 Federalists produce that 
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kind of biblical theology, I further suggest they interact with contemporary 
theological literature in addition to historical sources. Sam Renihan wrote 
that PC advocates need “a good dose of Baptist historical theology”57 to 
which I agree with him. And I would say the same in return. A good dose of 
reading in contemporary biblical-theological and exegetical literature might 
be of great benefit.58

Some of the contemporary literature that 1689 Federalists should interact 
with is dispensational sources. As a byproduct of the historical-theological 
emphasis and retrieval focus, 1689 Federalism does not interact directly 
with dispensationalism. There was no dispensationalism in the 17th century, 
so 1689 Federalists can’t draw on our Baptist forebearers for direct help in 
responding to dispensationalism. I consider this a problem because most 
Baptists in America today are dispensational. On the other hand, PC has had 
extensive interactions with the leading dispensational scholars of our day, 
both in print and in scholarly dialogue at the Evangelical Theological Society 
(ETS). Most (if not all) of the anti-dispensational polemic that PC has 
developed and marshalled in defense of a Baptist covenantal reading of 
the Bible, 1689 Federalism can give full-throated endorsement to and 
also appropriate for similar ends. We PC advocates are asking our 1689 
Federalists brothers to join us in helping move the millions of Baptists in our 
country towards a covenantal framing of the Bible. But in order to do that, 
1689 Federalists must read dispensational literature and interact with their 
best contemporary arguments.

It would be helpful along these lines for contemporary 1689 Federalists 
to present regularly at ETS and open up their biblical-theological 
proposal for scholarly interaction while it’s being developed. Also, to my 
knowledge there is no full-orbed systematic theology work that has 1689 
Federalist distinctives represented. If such a work does not already exist in 
church history, then no ressourcement effort will fill that lacuna. It will have 
to be a new contemporary work.59

The second suggestion is to leave aside theological cheap shots and name-
calling. I don’t see how it helps conversation and mutual understanding. 
There are two accusations that I’ve heard from Reformed Baptists aimed 
at PC that I would categorize as theological cheap shots. The first is the 
accusation that PC is really a form of dispensationalism. I suspect that 
charge comes because, lined up beside one another on a spectrum of 
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continuity on the left to discontinuity on the right, I think it would be 
fair to put PC (slightly) to the right of 1689 Federalism (especially in 
relation to the role of the law). But PC advocates are not dispensationalists, 
in fact, dispensationalists themselves are quick to claim as much.60 And 
PC certainly doesn’t claim to be dispensationalists either. Actually, PC has 
worked to develop detailed arguments against dispensationalism.61

The irony here is that other Reformed Baptists, such as Jordan 
Steffaniak62 and Earl Blackburn,63 have called 1689 Federalism a form 
of dispensationalism, because again, they would position their version of 
Reformed Baptist covenant theology further down the continuity side of 
the spectrum. But this is how these kinds of accusations always work. There 
is always someone that wants to theologically out-flank you. Greg Bahnsen 
called Meredith Kline’s covenant theology (because of his republicationism) 
a crypto-dispensationalism!64 So, covenant theologians also make this 
accusation against each either. Even many traditional dispensationalists 
argue that that progressive dispensationalists aren’t true dispensationalists, 
even though they claim to be.65

The second accusation that should be left aside is that of antinomianism. 
Now, I understand why Reformed Baptists have looked at some forms of 
New Covenant Theology and made that accusation.66 But that accusation 
just is not a fair analysis of what PC teaches.67 PC affirms God’s abiding 
moral law and the helpfulness of the category of natural law,68 and therefore 
believe in obeying all of God’s laws, including the decalogue, even the 
fourth commandment.69 However, PC believes that the decalogue should not 
be read ahistorically, but should be read according to its covenantal context, 
and therefore in light of Christ for new covenant believers.70 The PC 
disagreement with 1689 Federalism related to the applicability of the law of 
God across the covenants is primarily hermeneutical, not ethical.

The third closing suggestion I direct towards my PC brothers. In addition 
to all the wonderful biblical theological literature we love to read, I 
commend that PC also drinks deeply from the well of historical theology, 
especially historic Baptist covenant theology. Start with some of the efforts 
to explain these sources, such as Pascal Denault’s The Distinctiveness of Baptist 
Covenant Theology, then read Sam Renihan’s From Shadow to Substance. After 
those read James Renihan’s expositions of the First and Second London 
Baptist Confessions,71 and then even make your way through the Coxe/
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Owen volume on Covenant Theology from Adam to Christ.72 These works 
will not only give an increased appreciation for the context and theological 
distinctives of our Particular Baptist forefathers, but also provide a more 
nuanced understanding of the claims of 1689 Federalism. My experience 
has been that a greater understanding of each Baptist covenantal theology 
reveals more to appreciate than to critique. A sympathetic comparison 
also reveals the complementary role they can serve in developing a 
contemporary articulation, with historical grounding, of a consistent Baptist 
covenantal theology. 1689 Federalism is strong where PC has been weaker 
so far, in historical theology, especially historic Baptist covenantal theology. 
But similarly, PC has been strong where 1689 Federalism has been weaker, 
in biblical-theological development, especially taking advantage of the 
many advancements over the last few hundred years.73 I don’t view 1689 
Federalism and PC as mutually exclusive. There are still differences and 
I don’t want to paper over them,74 but I think we can serve each other best 
when we extend Christian charity to understand and learn from each other. I 
hope that will occur for many years to come.
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